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Abstract: The Klondike Gold Rush is known in part for the hardships that men and women faced
as they travelled the trails to Dawson City in the Yukon. One of the lesser-known aspects of this
event is the tragedy that befell thousands of horses that were killed on the Chilkoot and White
Pass Trails. The White pass trail would be given the moniker “The Dead Horse Trail.” With so
many men trying to get thousands of pounds of goods over the mountain passes from the
Alaskan seacoast towns of Skagway and Dyea, pack animals were crucial for the task. However,
most if not all of these horses would not survive. This aspect of the gold rush is something that
deeply disturbed many gold seekers, and many recounted the horrors years later in their diaries
and manuscripts. My paper will ask the question: what were the causes that led to the demise of
so many horses on the journey to find gold, and how did they die?

Brian O'Riley
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The Klondike Gold Rush and the Dead Horse Trail
In 1897, news that gold had been discovered in the Klondike region of the Yukon set
off a great “stampede” of gold seekers heading north. These stampeders, as they came to be
called, numbered in the thousands. Roughly 100,000 set out to reach Dawson City and the
Klondike, but only around 30,000 would actually complete the journey. Many trials and
hardships awaited those who had caught gold fever. They faced the dauting task of getting their
year’s supply of goods, usually weighing around 1500 pounds, up through the mountain passes
and eventually on down the Yukon River into Dawson City, a distance of roughly 700 miles.
Because the Klondike region in the Yukon was so isolated, and the risk of starvation a real
possibility, the Canadian Mounties had passed a law that anyone entering into Canada needed to
carry a year’s supply of food with them or risk being turned back at the border. With so many
supplies to carry, the stampeders relied mainly on horses to help them pack their goods. This
dynamic led to a dark tragedy that will forever be associated with the Klondike Gold Rush.
Skagway Alaska, located at the northern tip of the inside passage, was one of the main
locations that the stampeders traveled through on their journey to Dawson City in the Yukon.
The major trail that led from Skagway and through the mountains was called the White Pass
trail, which started at the coastal town of Skagway at sea level and eventually rose to an
elevation of 2,864 at the top of the pass. The trail was 45 miles long and ended at the shores of
Lake Bennett. This stretch of rough trail was the site of a tragedy that deeply impacted many of
the stampeders who experienced it. During the first year of the stampede, approximately 3,000
horses would die along this stretch of the trail, which was given the name “The Dead Horse
Trail.” Robert B. Medill, a teacher from LaSalle Illinois who traveled to the Klondike with his
brother Duncan, had this to say about what happened:
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“I feel sure the fate of horses on those trails gave pain to the Klondikers the rest of their
lives.” i
Robert B. Medill

In order to fully understand the overall history of the Klondike Gold Rush, one must take
a painful look at what happened to the horses the stampeders used to get their supplies just that
much closer to the gold fields. Understanding the fate of the horses on the White Pass trail is
certainly an intricate part of the Klondike Gold Rush story. What happened to the horses, and the
men, on the trail leading from Skagway was horrific, sad, and disturbing. Many miners were
deeply affected by what happened. Robert B. Medill mentions more than once how this aspect of
the gold rush was something that was profoundly unsettling to all of those who were witness to
it. Even though many years had passed since this event had taken place, Medill was still
unnerved by what had happened:

“I dislike to tell you of these things, but I must be as truthful as possible. We were necessarily
cruel, and it pains me about as much thinking about it today as it did while going through the
experience. So far as I am concerned, the misery, grief, and pain suffered by man and beast on
those trails were greater loss than all the gold of Klondike was gain.” ii
Robert B. Medill

Author Pierre Burton, in his book Klondike Fever: The Life and Death of the Last Great Gold
Rush, also reflects on just how deeply this event impacted the stampeders:
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“None who survived ever forgot it, and most who remembered it did so with a sense of shame
and remorse.” iii
Pierre Burton

There were many factors that contributed to the death of so many horses. The first was
the trail itself. Although it was touted as being well suited for pack animals, it was a fallacy to
consider it as such. Stampeder Edward P. Morgan stated his opinion:

“There was at the time no trail, and there has been since no trail, but something that they have
called a trail, marked by the dead bodies of three thousand horses, and by the shattered health
and the shattered hopes and fortunes of scores – nay, hundreds – of men. iv
Tappan Adney

Most of the early descriptions of the White Pass trail were blatant lies. Perhaps the biggest
perpetrator was the British Yukon Company who advertised the White Pass trail as a good trail
for using pack animals. This was anything but the truth. Conditions on the trail were horrendous.
The British Yukon Company’s motivation for advertising the White Pass trail favorably was that
they stood to profit the more the town of Skagway grew, for they had purchased the town-site
rights from the original founder of Skagway, Captain Billy Moore. As well, the more people that
used the route, the better chance a railway would be built from Skagway to the top of White
Pass. Unfortunately for the stampeders, they had no idea the dangers they were heading into.
The misinformation that the stampeders received about the trail would soon be realized the hard
way.
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The trail from Skagway was dangerous at best. Pierre Burton gives us one of the best
accounts of what conditions were like on the trail:

“The road was no longer a road, only a narrow path, scarcely two feet wide, that twisted and
corkscrewed for forty-five miles through an appalling series of mountain barriers, each more
dismaying than the last. Here were precipices of slippery slate where a misstep could mean a
five-hundred-foot plunge to death. Here were rivulets of liquid mud, coursing down the
mountainside. Here were sinkholes that could swallow a horse, pack and all; and razor-sharp
rocks that tore at the feet; and vast fields of boulders, ten feet high, through which the pack
animals groped and stumbled.” v

Edward Morgan mentions what the trail was like for him:

“Our escapes from falling over cliffs to certain death were many, narrow, and miraculous.” vi
Edward Morgan

Another factor that contributed to the demise of the horses on the White Pass Trail was
the fact that the majority of men working these animals were completely inexperienced.
The difficulties faced on the White Pass trail were enough to try the souls of even the most
experienced pack train operators. Unfortunately for the horses, these men were certainly not pack
train operators, or even miners for that matter. They were made up of policemen, trolley car
operators, merchants, preachers, coal miners, doctors, farmers, politicians, and the list goes on
and on. Many of these individuals had not the first clue as to how to properly care for a horse.
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Their ignorance of how to attach a pack saddle, how much weight the horse could carry, and
general knowledge of how to keep the horse healthy would contribute to the demise of the
animals. When a blockade occurred on the trail, Tappan Adney, a journalist for Harpers Weekly
who had been sent north to cover the event, inquired as to what was the hold-up. He received the
following reply:

‘It is the inexperience of those who are trying to go over. They come from desks and counters;
they have never packed, and are not even accustomed to hard labor.’ One party, now within four
miles of the top, took in ten horses. They lost four by overloading; they then reduced the weight
to 150 pounds per horse. The roads are said to be shelving, and the horses slip and break their
legs, and have to be shot. Today, two horses mired, fell, and smothered before their clumsy
owners could get their heads clear.” vii

This inexperience of the stampeders proved disastrous for the horses.

“How much of the awful destruction of horses was caused by the trail, and how much by the
ignorance and cruelty of the packers, will never be known. One outfit killed thirty-seven horses,
and there were others that equaled or surpassed that figure.” viii
Tappan Adney

The massive volume of men, horses, and materials on the trail contributed to the struggle
for survival for both man and animal. Often, forward progress would stop, and the que would be
forced to wait until the flow of men and horses would begin again.
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“Many died of exhaustion, standing fully loaded for as long as twenty hours at a stretch while
their masters waited for the human chain to resume its slow progress.” ix
Pierre Burton

The miners, fearing that at any moment the line could start moving again, chose not to remove
the packs and relieve the horses of their burden. This dynamic is what led to the complete
exhaustion of many horses. There is an old saying: “desperate times, call for desperate
measures,” and many of the men trying to move forward on the trails became desperate. There is
no doubt that exposure to the elements, frustration, and complete exhaustion drove these men to
commit unspeakably cruel acts against the animals on the trails:

“Unwilling to blame themselves, they blamed their animals and in a kind of delirium worked out
their frustrations on the nearest pack horse. Like exasperated motorists who honk their horns in
a traffic snarl, they beat their animals unmercifully and when the beasts could go no farther left
them to expire on the trail, where the human machine, unheeding and uncaring, trampled them
into porridge.” x
Pierre Berton

Another sad factor that led to the demise of so many animals on the trail is that many of
these animals should have never been brought into such a situation in the first place. Many were
in poor shape before ever boarding the steamships which were heading north out of Seattle and
San Francisco. The following describes the condition that some of these animals were in
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“They are ambulating bone-yards, the infirm and decrepit, those afflicted with spavin and
spring-halt, and many with ribs like the sides of a whiskey-cask and hips to hang hats on. With
their drooping heads and listless tails, they are pictures of misery. Yet they are being bought to
pack over the hardest kind of trail.” xi
Tappan Adney

The last factor, and perhaps the cruelest, is the fact that once the stampeders made it up
and over the white pass summit, the horses were no longer needed. Once their goods had been
transported to the shores of Lake Bennett, the rest of the journey was an all-water route to
Dawson City, 500 miles by river boat. In vain, men tried to sell or even give away their horses.
However, at this point on the trail, almost everyone else was in the same situation. With the
hundreds of pounds of supplies that the stampeders so desperately fought to get up over the pass,
few were willing to haul yet more weight in the form of feed for the horses. For those horses that
had survived the ordeal up to this point, this was the end of the line. Their fate was sealed. The
account by the famous author Jack London, who was part of the throng heading northward
during this time, describes the gruesome details of this horrific aspect of what we call the
Klondike Gold Rush:

“The horses died like mosquitoes in the first frost and from Skagway to Bennet they rotted in
heaps. They died at the rocks, they were poisoned at the summit, and they starved at the lakes;
they fell off the trail, what there was of it, and they went through it; in the river they drowned
under their loads or smashed to pieces against the boulders; they snapped their legs in the
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crevices and broke their backs falling backwards with their packs; in the sloughs they sank from
fright or smothered in the slime; and they were disemboweled in the bogs where the corduroy
logs turned end up in the mud; men shot them, worked them to death and when they were gone,
went back to the beach and bought more. Some did not bother to shoot them, stripping the
saddles off and the shoes and leaving them where they fell. Their hearts turned to stone - those
which did not break - and they became beasts, the men on the Dead Horse Trail.” xii
Jack London

The plight of the horses on the White Pass Trail is a dark side of the Klondike Gold Rush
that many have not heard about. The stampeders were deeply affected by what they either
witnessed, or actively participated in. The desperation of the situation lent itself to widespread
cruelty. The inexperience of the men, the poor condition of the horses, the extreme danger and
geography of the trail, and the enormous task of hauling over a thousand of pounds of goods all
hastened the death of these poor animals:

They wore out and starved till they could go no more and lay down. Served their masters
faithfully to the last step. It was pitiful.” xiii (Klondike Diary, p. 36)

I will give the final word about the demise of the horses on the deadhorse trail to Tappan Adney,
who so accurately stated:

“The opening of White Pass as a summer trail was not a blunder – it was a crime.” xiv
Tappan Adney
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